FREDERICK DOUGLASS: CHALLENGE AND RESPONSE
BENJAMIN QUARLES

I have always found it stimulating to turn my attention
to Frederick Douglass and it is especially gratifying to do
so in this particular city and under such happy auspices.
Born in Maryland, Frederick Douglass spent eight years of his
young manhood in Baltimore and was a frequent visitor to the
city after the Civil War. On the Morgan campus stands a
striking eight-foot bronze sculpture of Frederick Douglass,

a proud addition to the public statutory of a historic
metropolis which likes to call itself "the monumental city,"
the work of James E. Lewis, chairman of the art department
at this collégo. '

The Senior Class at Morgan which is sponsoring this
program has already made a name for itself in community
servié‘i;;’?daiyiﬁé‘gea’ ‘aeedly Honored by’ tEasi EL EENETSE o
teke part in this program which brings to our campus such a
roster of distinguished visitors and friends. This particular
day selected by the Senior Class is especially éppropriate
for a Douglass celebration. Today marks the sesquicentennial
of his birth and early this afternoon a new twenty-five cent
Frederick Douglass stamp of general issue will be unveiled
by the Post Office in Washington, D.C., where within the past
five ‘'years a bridge has been named after Douglass and where

his Anacostia Heights home has become a unit in the National
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Parks Service of the United States Department of the Interior.

But even aside from these circﬁmstzmces of timeé and
place, as symbolic as they are, the Senior Class at Morgan
would seem to have good reason direct our attention to
Frederick Douglass. For in the career of this son of the
Eastern Shore the usable past comes into 1ts own. His words
have a contemporary ring and his outlook is scarcely less
instructive for our day than for his. If today the civil
rights movement has become a major issue in our country,
certainly this may warrant a fresh look at the race relations
reformers of the nineteenth century. If today the voice of
the Negro himself is now being listened to as never before,
certainly this may warrant a fresh hearing to an eloquent
Negro American reformer who lived in a day as unguiet as our
own.

A figure of heroic proportions, one who contributed not-
ably to making American democracy a viable force, Douglass
was destined to cast a long shadow. "Were ever so many
miracles crowded into a single 1ife? asked a contemporary.
The day and year of his birth are uﬁéertain, for ho was
born a slave. But when he died five state legislatures
adopted resolutions of regret, and at his last rites, held
in Washington on a winter afternoon in 1895, two United
States Senators and a Supremo Court Justice were numbered

among tho honorary pall bearers. A Washington Post editorial

stated that he "died in an epoch which he did more than any

other to create."
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Douglass indeed did symbolize meny characteric American
traits, perhaps most obviously the driving force to pull one-
self up by his bootstraps. After twenty years in slavery, he
fled to New Bedford, Massachusetts, where for throe years he
lived a hand-to-mouth existence. Things took a turn for the
better in 1841 when he came an abolitionist lecturer, follow-
ing the accidontal discovery of a fluent tongue and a talent
for the public platform.

His subsequent career reflected the central issues of
his t imes. In 1847 at Rochester, he became editor of eon
anti-slavery.weekly which he published for sixteen years.

In 1848, he took a prominent part in the Seneca Falls
Convention in New York which formally inaugurated the woman's

rights movement in ﬂélhﬂtef%\ gﬁring the Civil War he
recruited troops for the Union Army, and he urged the Lincoln
administration to strike forcefully against slavery. After
the war he worked for a Reconstruction policy that would
guarantee the right to vote without respect to race. Beginn-
ing in 1877 he received high federal appointments from
successive Republican administrations, becoming in turn
Marshal of the District of Columbia, Recorder of Deeds for
the Distriet, an&!Minister to the Republic of Haiti.

‘What is it that makes Douglass a figure worthy of our
attention? Let four of higxgggégggggaries suggest an answer.

Froderick Law Olmsted, who traveled extensively in the slave

states, wrote of Douglass in 1854: "All the statesmanship



and kxind mastership of the South has done less, in fifty

yoars, to elevate and dignify the African raco, than he in
7

ten." Another contemporary opinion of Douglass was
oxpressed by Mark Twain in a letter to President-elect James
A. Garfield on January 12, 1881, urging him to reappoint
Douglass as Marshal of the District: "I offer this petition
. with peculiar pleasure and strong desire," wrote Twain,
"because I honor this man's high and blemishless character
and so admire his brave, long crusade for the liberties and
olevation of his race."

Writing ton years earlier Senator (and later Vice-
President) Henry Wilson struck an even broader note: "Tne
main interest and importance of Mr. Douglass's career, are
public, rather than personal. Full of thriliing adventure,
gstriking contrasts, brilliant passages, and undoubted useful-
ness, as his history was, his providential relations to some
of the most marked facts and features of American history
constitute the chief elements of that interest and importance
which by common consent Eglong to it." This more rounded
viow of Douglass was expressed by Governor Theodore Roosevelt
when he went to Rochester on June 10, 1899, to speak at the
unveiling of a monument to Douglass: "I am proud to be able
to do my part in paying respect to a mén who was a worthy
representative of his race because he was a worthy represent=~
ative of the American nation."

Like other men of mark iﬁ history, Douglass had much to

overcome. One of the well-lnown life writers of recent timss,



Emil Ludwig, has pointed out that great men are not gods--
that they have been gripped by the same all-too-human passionsa,
repressions and encumbrances which afflict every other mortal--
but that they achieved greatness becsuse they fought through
to their goals. ‘The New Testament phrase, "He that over-
cometh," is personified in Douglass.

To say that Douglass's career was strewn with obstacles
is to put him in the general class of achievers. The odds
against Douglass, however, were especially great and they
stand in stark contrast to the unusual kind of man he became=--
well-rounded, high principled, and of a spacious outlook.
Hence the distinctive, indeed peculiar, nature of his upstream
career would seem to warrant our sppsaisal. What circum-
stances enabled Frederick Douglass to emerge from the shadows?

If anyone were entitled to be called a self-made man,
surely it was Douglass. But even in his case there were out-
ward circumstances that cannot be ignored. To begin with,
Douglass came to manhood in a day when reformist movements
éere in forment. The quarter of a century preceding the
Civil War was characterized by crusades, among them woman's
rights, temperance, world peace, universal education, and-
prison improvemené. Foremost of these reforms in shaping
this country's destiny was the abolitionist crusade-~-the
movement to wipe out slavery. Hence when Frederick Douglass
joined the abolitionists'in 18ui, the times were favorable
for a man of his antecedents and his talents. The anti-
slavery platform was a school for the training.of orators,
and Douglass did not take long to become "a cataract that

roared.”
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If the times operated to the advantage of Douglass, so
did the locale--the particular places he lived. True he was
born a slave, but at the age of e ight he was sent to Baltimore.
City slavery was less oppressive than plantation slavery, the
former offering far more "elbow room." A city slave,™ wrote
Douglass, "is almost a freeman, compared with a slave on the
' planation.ﬁ "Going to live in Baltimore laid the foundation,
and opened—tﬁe gateway, to all my subsequent prosperity."

His first ten years in froedom Douglass spent in
Massachusetts. At New Bedford, his first place of residence,
he soon learned of an abolition society made up of Negroes.
He joined théir ranks, leaving only to become a full-time
Agent of the Massachusetts Anti-Slavery Society. Here he
met William Lloyd Garrison, Wendell Phillips and their fellow
reformers. These dedicated men and women gave Douglass a
helping hand. "To these friends, earnest, couragedus, inflex-
ible, ready to own me as & man and brother, against all the
scorn, contempt, and derision of a slavery-polluted atmos~-
phere, I owe my success in life," he wrote in later years.
And, as-Douglass himself noted, ﬁis early befrienders
numbered many Negroes. The first two of these wore David
Ruggles, secretary of the New York Vigilance Committee, with
whom he spent his first two weeks in freedom, and Nathan
Johnson of New Bedford, who provided a roof for the young
runaway and his bride, and bestowed upon him the surnameo

Douglass.

After nearly ten years in Massachusetts, Douglass in



1847 moved to Rochester where he was to spend the next
twenty-five years. Agaln during the shaping years of his
life, he was fortunat; in his place of residence. Douglass
never regretted coming to Rochester. "I know of no place in
the Union,™ he wrote in 1882, ™where I could have located at
the time with less resistance, or received a larger measure
of sympathy and cooperation, and I now look back to my lirfe

and labors there with unalloyed satisfaction

A final outward circumstance contributing to the rise
of Douglass was his personal appearance. His looks helped
him. He was well=~proportioned, being tall and broad-shouldered.
A newspaper editor, N. P. Rogers, described Douglass as he
looked in 1841--the year in which he became an sbolitionist
lecturer. %A commanding person--o#er six feet, we should
say, in heiéht, and of most manly proportions. His head
would strike a phrenologist amid a sea of them, and his
voice would ring like a trumpet in the field. Let the South
congratulate itself that he is a fugitive. It would not have
been safe for her if h%fgémained about the plaﬁ?tiona & year
or two longer."

Like Rogefs, James Rusell Lowell, who saw the youthful
Douglass freqﬁentlj, was impressed by what he E%ﬁﬁ "The very
look and bearing of Douglass are eloquent," wrote Lowell in
184ly, "and are full of an irresistible logic against the
oppression of his race." Even after the first flush of
youth, Douglass retained his power to make a lasting impress-

ion on beople seeing him for the firstt ime. On one occasion



while waiting in President Lincoln's outer office on
August 19, 186l, Douglass was the object of a close scrutiny
by Joseph T. Mills, another White House visitor. Mills
reported his impressions to Lincoln and then hurried home
to write them down in his diary:

Mr. President I was in your reception room

today. There in a corner I saw a man

quietly reading who possessed a remarkeble

physiognomy. I was rivetted to the spot.

I stood and stared at him. He raised his

flashing eyes and caught me in the act. I

was compelled to speak. Sald I, Are you

the President? No replied the stranger, 1

am Frederick Douglass.

His arresting appearance and the times in which he
lived by no means account for the full measure of Douglass's
accomplishments. Paul Lawrence Dunbar did not have Douglass
in mind when he said that some men are born great, some men
achieve greatness, and some men lived during Reconstruction
times. Fame did not come to Douglass unearned. "Greatness
wes inherent in his being, and circumstances simply evoked
it,“ wrote Willism H. Crogman, a late nineteenth century
Neg;o collego president.

His own qualities of mind enabled Douglass to move
inexorably toward his goals. At the base of these mental
qualities was & thirst for knowledge. The first great
ambition of the young Douglass was to master the printed
page. As a slave boy of 12 years old in Baltimore, he took
the first pennies he ever owned and boughﬁ a popular book of

orations. He then bribed white boys on the docks to teach

him to read. Often he had no money left to buy writing

materials. "During this t ime," as he tells it himself, "my



copy-book was the board fence, brick wall and pavement, my
pen and ink was a lump of chalk."

To Douglass freedom from chattel slavery was but half a
victory unless fqllowed by a liberation of the mind. He
expressed the opinion that there was no useful thing a man
might do that could not be better done by an educated man
than an uneducated one. Referring to his slavery background,
he wryly observed that some know the value of education by
having it. "I know its value by not having it."™ Speaking
at Storer College in 1880, Douglass shared his credo with
students. "If," said he, "a man is without education, he is
but a pitiable object; a giant in body, but a pigmy in
intellect, and, at best, but half a mens....Education, on the
other hand, means emancipation; it means light and liberty."

Throughout his life he exhibited this desire to learn,
to 1eéd a rich 1life in the brain. He acguired a personal
library of over ten thousand volumes; he started to learn
French when he was over seventy. Always to make a new man
of himself--this was his goal.

Douglass was a learner because of his desire to increase
his effectiveness as a reformer and to improve the quality of
1ife itself. This twin purpose made Douglass a hard-worker,
one to whom cohscientious'preparation became a way of life.
He never wrote an article or gave a speech without first
doing his homework carefully. Richard T. Greener, first

Negro graduate of Harvard College, in speaking.of Douglass at

A}
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memorial exercises held by the city of Boston on December 20,
1895, took note of his thoroughnessz. "He seemed to have the
grand miltonic scorn of coming into a contesSt of thought
unprepared; with his blade not well sharpened, the hilt untried,
and the point not tested,”

As careful as‘he was with facts, Douglass was equally as
meticulous in putting his thoughts in writing. The most
cursory examination of his papers will show that he wrote
over and over again, striving for clarity and precision. I%
may be that Douélass was so careful in composing his senten-
ces because he knew that almost everything he wrote would
find its way into print and perhaps into posterity. At any
rate, Douglass would have agreed fully with a present-day
litorafy critic, Herbert Hill, that "the urgencies of social
protest cannot be invoked as an excuse for shoddy undisciplined
writing. For writing without artistlic quality can only lead
to dull and ineffective protest literature. Indeed, for the
writer, a serious and purposeful commitment to racial justice
and social action requires the most intense devotion to
literary technique and artistic discipline."

The sense of personal responsibility that went into his
literary efforts was characteristic of Douglass. He did not
believe in waiting for things to take a turn for the better.
As a slave he made two attempts to escape, not losing heart
because the first was thwarted. Desirous of freedom he began,
as he put it, to pray with his legs. In 189l Douglass was
paid a visit by Daniel Hale Williams, first physician in the
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world to operate successfully on the human heart, and a
charter member of the American College of Surgeons. Having
ot WWepshing ton, DAy
his troubles as head of Freedman's Hospital, Williams drove
out to the Douglass residence seeking advice. The words of
the aged reformer, then 77, might have been a capsule of his
own career: "The only way you can succeed, Dan, is to over-
ride the obstacles in your way. By the power that is within
you, do what you hope to do."
iaese words to Dr. Williams were typical of Douglass.
He was always urging Negroes to be up and doing whatever
betide. .He knew what it was to be black in Qﬁs gative land
but he did not belisve that pre judice absolved its victims
from the sxercise of personal responsibility; In the very

first issue of his newspaper, the North Star, he stated his

credo: "While advocating your rights, the North Star will

strive to throw light on your duties: while it will not
fail to make known your virtues, it will not shun to discover
your faults."

To say %hat Douglass believed in racial self-reliance
does not mean that he was against cooperating with whites.
"It is gallant to go forth single-handedly, but is it wise?"
he said in a.speech on John Brown. Douglass was opposed to
separate, all-Negro organizations, believing that a solid
¢olored minority would tend to polarize racial resentments.
Hence, he took a stand, for example, against the formation
in 1888 of a woman's suffrage association of colored women.

"I have associated with white people in various societies,"
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wrote he, "in anti-slavery societies, temperance societies,
literary societies, woman's suffrage societies, and I see no
reason why educated and woll informed colered women should
not do the same.®

Douglass reasoned that the Negro was an American and
that inasmuch as there could be but one America, a nation
within a nation would be an anomaly. 1In delivering the
commencement address to the Colored High School of Baltimore
in the élosing year of his life, Douglass pointed out that
"the evils now crushing us to earth have their root and sap
in this narrow spirit of race and color, and we have no more
right to foster i1t than men of any other race."

Douglass did not advocate a policy of "go-it-along."
But he did hold that the Negro's white friends could not
do for him what he could do for himself. Douglass held it
as an article of faith that the Negro's destiny was largely
in his own hands. "If we succeed in the race of lirfe, it
must be by our own energies, and our own exertions," he
said over and over. The Negro should be his own man, speak-
ing up for himself. This was necessary, affirmed Douglass,
not merely to inspire the colored people themselves but t6
furnish doubting whites with an object lesson in the Negro's
readiness for equality.

Douglass knew what it was to become one's own spokesman,
having taken this step in 1847 while on the fhreshold of his

career. .In that year he had broken with the Massachusetts.
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abolitionists. As much as he admired them he left their
ranks when he became convinced that their attitude toward
him was to some degree patronizing, smacking of "father knows
best."™ They wanted Douglass to stick to a script they had
written for him, confining his speeches to his experiences
as a slave rather than his reflections as a man. Douglass
refused, having opened his eyes, as he phrased it, and looked
out of them through another telescope. No people, observed
Douglass, ever "stood forth in the attitude of freedom"
unless some one from among themselves had arisen to lead them
on to victory.

A final consideration of Douglass as a nineteenth century
mover and shaker must take note of his qualities of the spirit.
Foremost among these was a senso of humanity that crossed the
barrier of race and color. Douglass was broad and encompass-
ing in his outlook and sympathies. This ecumenical spirit
was perhaps the more unusual inasmuch as Douglass was pro-
Negro to the core. M™Whatever character or capacity you
ascribe to us," he told a New York audience in May 1853,

"I am not ashamed to be numbered with this race. I utterly
ébhor and spurn with all contempt possible that cowardly )
meanness which leads any colored man to repudiate his connec-
tion with the race."™ One of Douglass's Negro critics in the
.1880ts T. Thomas Foétune, editor of the New York Fresemsn, paid
tribute to his battle for the Negro. On April 2, 1886, Fortune
wrote as follows: "Of course I do not agree to all your views,

but the fight for tﬂe race is there and that satisfies me.M
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But Douglass was not ethnocentric; instead, his interests
esmbraced the family of man. As he said on one occasion, the
black people were his people, the yellow people were his
people and the white people were his people. "Now, as always,™
he wrote in a péivate letter in April 1884, "I am for any
movement whenever there 1ls a good cause to promote, a right
to assert, a chain to be broken, a burden to be removed, or
a wrong to be redressed."

In part Douglass's broad outlook stemmed from his early
association with. such figures as William Lloyd Garrison and
Wendell Phillips, whose reform interest were far-ranging. In
part, too, Douglass's broad sympathies may have resulted from
being a Negro. Paradoxically, it would seem, his belonging
to a desplsed group had given him a deeper, more inclusive
sense of human brotherhood. Douglass's deep interest in the
plight of his fellow men may be viewed as a mark of maturity
if we are to believe the new school of "ego psychology."

But whatever the reasons Douglass belonged to "the
fellowship of the concerned." His own success never lulled
his conscience, leading him to murmur, "Soul, take thine

' He could be numbered among those who mourned man's

ease.'
inhuménity to man. Oppressed peoples in other lands evoked
his words of support--the Irish under England, the Hungarians
under Austria and the Cubans under Spain.

. Of the non-racial domestic reforms that engaged Douglass's

attention, woman's rights took highest rank. "Right is of no -

-
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sex," said Douglass in 1847, and throughout his life no man
was a more zealous woman's righter. Ignoring volleys of
criticism and abuse, he took part in many of the state and
national convontions held by the embattled women's groups.
Age did not diminish his interest. On his last afternoon
he attended a meeting of the National Council of Women in
Washington, D.C., at which he was warmly recelved. He
returned home and as he and his wife were talking after
dinner, his heart gave away.

Nearly two hours later, as the National Council of
Women opeqed their evening session, Mary Wright Sewall, the
presiding officer, took sole@:note of his passing. It was
a historic coincidence, she said, that the man who embodied
the struggle between liberty and oppression should have
spent his last day in company with the seekers of "a new
expression of freedom." It was a sentiment Douglass would
not have quarreled witﬁ, being not wide of the mark.

In leaving Douglass it hardly need be added that most

of what he said.and stood for has =a relévance for our times.
His social insights were, on the whole, remarkable. Two
brief final illustrations may be noted. A careful reader of
the American character, Douglass knew that his countrymen, as
heirs of the Declaration of Independence, were committed to
the call of freedom and equality. In the dark days of the
Dred Scott decision he had proclaiméé that "the best defense
of free American institutions is the hearts of the American

people."
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But Douglass also knew that America's dedication to
freedom and equality could not be taken for granted--that
his countrymen were prone to infringe upon the rights of the
Negro. In a speech in Washington in 1889, under the auspices
of the Bethel Litersry and Historical Association, Douglass
summed up the attitude of the mass of Americans, his sta‘e-
ment as cogent now as it was then. "Justice and magnenimity
are elements of the American character. They may do much
for us. But we are in no position to depend upon these
qualities‘egclusively. Depend upon it, whenever, the
American people shall become convinced that they have gone
too far in recognizing the rights of the Negro, they will
find some way to abridge these rights. The Negro is great
but the welfare of the nation will be considered greater.
They will forget the Negro's service in the late war. They
will forget his loyalty to the republic.”

Finally, Douglass saw the Negro as the touchstone of
American demacfacy, its inescapable test. In the main\an
optimist, he did not believe that humen problems were so
vast as to defy solution. But neither did he believe tnat
they would go away of themselves. Hence'one of Douglass's
major contributions was in holding up a @irror to America,
in making her face up to the unfinished business of demo-
cracy. The land of the free must needs come to grips with
itself. America's inevitable self-confrontation was a thene
of one of Douglass's greatest speeches, delivered in the

nation's capital on the occasion of the twenty-first anniver-
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sary of emancipation in the Distriect of Columbia, and
subsequently reprinted upon the request of twenty prominent

Negroes, headed by former United States Senator B. K. Bruce.

| Qoukl zlmasl badd fers;
The words of Douglass on that occasion eSO RERD ORERY

L%%%g%n>/ﬁ%%yi

What . Abrshem Lincoln sald in respect of the

United Stutes is as true of the colored people

as of the relations of those states. They
, cannot remain helf slave and hglf free. You
must give them all or take froﬁjﬁil. Until
this half-and-half condition is ended, you
will have an aggrieved class, and this dis-
cussion will go. Until the public schools
shall cease to be caste schools in every part
of our country, this discussicn will go on.
Until color shall cease to be a bar to equal
participation in the offices and honors of
the country, this discussion will go on.
Until the trades-unions and the workshops of |
the country shall cease to proscribe the
golored men, this discussion witll go on.
In a word, until truth and humanity shall
conse to be living ideas, this discussion
will go on.



